Respecting Children's Agency for Learning and Rights to Participation in Child Care Programs by Berthelsen, Donna & Brownlee, Joanne
 1
Respecting Children’s Agency for Learning and Rights to 
Participation in Child Care Programs 
Donna Berthelsen and Joanne Brownlee 
Centre for Learning Innovation 
Queensland University of Technology 
Kelvin Grove 4059 
Brisbane Australia 
Email: d.berthelsen@qut.edu.au 
 
In Press (2005)  
Berthelsen, Donna and Brownlee, Joanne (2005) Respecting Children’s Agency for Learning 
and Rights to Participation in Child Care Programs. International Journal of Early Childhood. 
 
Abstract 
The rights of participation for children in child care programs have not received strong 
attention. This is because the primary purpose of such programs is not to serve the needs of 
children. Government in many western countries support and promote child care primarily to 
serve economic imperatives related to parental participation in employment. The nature of 
many child care programs act against the recognition of the rights of young children in these 
institutional settings unless adults appreciate that children are agents of their own learning. 
This paper reports an empirical analysis of child care workers’ understandings of toddlers’ 
learning, within centre-based child care programs. The analyses draw on responses from 21 
child care workers to questions about how children learn, how they know when children have 
learnt something, and examples of learning by young children which they had observed in 
their practice. The analyses provide insight into child care practices as the child care workers 
explain their experiences and understandings about children’s learning. The analyses 
revealed a sense of mutual engagement in learning between adults and children. Children’s 
participation is encouraged by collaboration between adults and children, shared 
understandings, and adult respect for children’s autonomy and independence. 
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Many young children in western societies spend considerable amounts of time in child care 
settings. In Australia, this is increasingly so for young children below the age of three years 
who attend child care programs. The number of children in infant and toddler programs in 
child care centres was more than 200,000 in 2002 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2003) and 
many children spend more than 10 hours or more on a daily basis in these settings. Thus, the 
attendance of these children in a group care program is a unique social and developmental 
context. This paper considers how child care workers who are responsible for groups of 
toddlers (children aged 18 months to 3 years) understand how young children learn. Within 
this analysis, evidence is sought as to how these child care workers recognise the rights of 
participation of children, through how they view the competence and capabilities of young 
children. If children are valued as participants, then children’s sense of well-being, sense of 
self and personal agency, as well as their cognitive and social learning, are enhanced 
(Corsaro, Molinari, & Rosier, 2002). 
Discussion about how children’s rights, as defined in the United Nations Conventions on the 
Rights of the Child, are enacted has not been extensive in relation to child care services in 
Australia. Penn (1999) drew attention to unexamined social, economic and cultural values, 
which are pervasive in early childhood educational practices in North America; such as a 
market context, and similar issues are evident in the Australian context. In Australia, the child 
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care sector is market-driven with a very strong private sector (for-profit services) which is 
increasingly corporatised. Since 1997, when government funding arrangements changed, the 
community-based child care services were also required to operate in the market-driven 
system and be self-funding. It has been argued that a competitive environment in child care 
ensures quality because consumers (parents) selecting services will buy the best service that 
they can for their children. This is not necessarily a position which would be accepted by 
many advocates for quality early childhood services with universal access for families. The 
commercialisation of child care means that children’s services are run on two distinct value 
systems. While many for-profit centres may also be committed to quality care, social policy 
introduces a divide about access to quality care and affordability of care. Thus, the child care 
context in Australia is very different from many European countries with long histories of 
providing infant child care programs with considerable social and economic investment by 
government. Distinct values stemming from social policy impact on the delivery of Australian 
child care services. Premises related to these influences underpin the premises on which this 
paper is based. 
Participation rights for children 
The articles of the United Nations Convention delineate a range of provision, protection, and 
participation rights for children (Alderson, 2000). Throughout the articles of the Convention, 
there are explicit and implicit emphases on the rights of participation. These are expressed 
most explicitly in Articles 12 and 13, as a child’s right to express opinions and as a child’s 
right to freedom of expression and information. At the broadest level, children’s rights of 
participation mean involvement (Smith, 2002). Tomanovic (2003) proposed that participation 
rights for children are enacted when there are trustful communications between adults and 
children which are characterised by openness and opportunities to express opinions freely; 
when there is involvement in joint activities that give a sense of meaning through 
interdependence and reciprocity; and when autonomy is afforded to children to make 
decisions that provide them with acknowledgement of their competence. 
Shier (2001) defined a hierarchical model with five levels through which children’s 
participation rights can be understood. The levels in Shier’s (2001) model are: (1) children are 
listened to; (2) children are supported to express their views; (3) children’s views are taken 
into account; (4) children are involved in decision-making processes; (5) children share 
power. Influencing the level of participation are adults’ judgments about children’s 
capabilities with particular consideration of their “age and maturity” (Article 12). The 
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question then is how adults estimate children’s capacities for participation. Increasingly it is 
recognised that adults are likely to underestimate children capabilities because of stereotypes 
derived from western normative models of child development that have shaped assumptions 
about what children can, and cannot, do at certain ages (Freeman, 1998; Mayall, 2000; Smith, 
2002). Thus, acknowledging young children’s agency and valuing their perspectives, which 
are not based on judgements of children’s age-defined capacities have the potential to allow 
adults to see children as competent in new ways. 
Childhood is increasingly understood as a social construction that is bound by place and time. 
Jans (2004) noted that there also is ambivalence and ambiguity in understanding and 
accepting children’s participatory rights. On one hand, in most western societies, parents and 
society want to cherish and protect and, on the other hand, there is a sense that children should 
be encouraged to be independent and autonomous. Tomanovic (2003) noted that children 
themselves indicate simultaneously their need for protection as well as need for space for their 
self-development. Recognition of the participation rights of young children involves a balance 
between acknowledgment of vulnerability and dependence upon adults; appreciation of 
children’s competencies and capabilities; and encouragement, as appropriate, to allow 
children greater autonomy and independence (Cooper, 1998; Flekkøy & Kaufman, 1997). 
Meaningful participation, along the lines proposed by Tomanovic (2003), requires child care 
workers to listen to young children and respect their capabilities in a manner not bound by 
normative developmental assumptions. Teachers of these young children need to support 
social engagement with peers and adults and allow children to make choices and decisions on 
their own account. Children should be able to receive guidance for learning within the social 
context and be encouraged in their efforts to become autonomous learners. Teachers who 
expect and value children’s participation will enhance children’s motivation for learning. 
Understanding the learning experiences of young children  
Over the last three decades, understanding the nature of learning has come to be embedded in 
analyses of the social and cultural contexts in which learning occurs. While much has been 
made recently of the contribution of Vygotsky (1978) to understanding of the social 
mediation of learning, other theories have also been very significant. These include Piaget’s 
recognition of the importance of social interactions to learning and the concept of the active 
child (De Vries, 1997); Bandura’s (1989) attention to the importance of reciprocal relations 
within social environments; as well as Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) ecological model that 
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emphasised that development is the result of interactions between an individual and his or her 
social world.  
This paper uses a social constructivist framework for understanding children’s learning 
experiences. Salomon and Perkins (1998) proposed that most learning entails two critical 
processes of internalization and active construction of knowledge. Through social support for 
individual learning or through participatory knowledge construction, capacity for learning is 
enhanced. Social constructivist learning is evident when individual learning occurs within a 
shared social process (Edwards, 2003). This is both a facilitative and transmissive process. 
For example, a child care worker and a young child engage in an activity in which the adult 
helps the child to achieve critical conditions for learning by providing information, 
demonstrating an action, giving informative feedback, and/or by providing encouragement. 
Participatory social knowledge construction occurs when an interaction is a shared vehicle for 
thought. Individuals who are teaching and individuals who are learning can both making 
meaning from their activities. Through such engagement, there is true participation in the 
learning process when learner and teacher are mutually involved. 
Corsaro et al. (2002) emphasised children’s active and creative participation in social contexts 
as the most important basis for learning and the appropriation of cultural values. Learning 
occurs through being explicitly taught by others, by simply engaging with materials, through 
direct observation, or in collaboration with others. While there are a myriad of opportunities 
for learning that occur during the routine and non-routine activities in child care programs, 
they are influenced not only by the nature of the activities but by the characteristics of the 
learner and the teacher. 
In this paper, child care workers’ understanding about children’s learning is examined. At a 
secondary level of analysis it is considered whether these understandings convey a sense that 
child care workers respect children’s agency as learners. This would imply that the 
participation rights of young children are recognised if children are listened to and provided 
with opportunities for independence and autonomy, at a level appropriate to their age and 
maturity. 
Background to the research 
Research process  
The data analysed in this paper stemmed from a body of research that, over time, has involved 
21 child care workers working in toddler programs (Brownlee, Berthelsen, & Boulton-Lewis, 
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2004; Berthelsen, Brownlee, & Boulton-Lewis, 2002). This research explored the 
epistemological beliefs (beliefs about knowing and learning) of child care workers and how 
their beliefs were reflected in their practice. Participants were videoed in their program, across 
one morning, as they engaged with children in daily routines and activities. The participants 
were subsequently interviewed about their personal epistemology and understandings about 
children’s learning. In the interview, the video was also reviewed in a stimulated recall 
process to discuss significant and salient events. This process enabled focused exploration of 
beliefs that informed practice. 
In this paper, three questions about children’s learning that were asked in the initial part of the 
interview are analysed. The questions were: 
• Can you describe how you think children learn? 
• Can you think of an experience you have had with a child in your care when you really 
noticed that he or she had learnt something? 
• How do know when children have learnt something? 
The justification for this form of phenomenological inquiry is that understanding is gained 
about how individuals structure their thoughts and form their experiences and perceptions of 
knowing (Hofer & Pintrich, 1997). Such epistemological research provides a base for 
understanding the relationship between beliefs and practice. Beliefs about knowledge and 
learning constitute a personal theory which influences how an individual then constructs their 
knowledge in any specific knowledge domain (e.g., teaching in early childhood programs). 
Participants  
The 21 participants were all female and aged between 21 to 45 years. The majority of these 
participants were either studying for, or held, a Diploma of Children’s Services (or 
equivalent). This is a two year post-secondary school qualification. A small number of the 
participants were upgrading these qualifications to a Bachelor degree in Early Childhood 
Education. One child care worker held a Bachelor degree in a different professional area but 
also held an Associate Diploma in Child Care. Experience of the participants in working in 
child care settings ranged from 2 years to 20 years. 
Analytic process 
The analytic process was exploratory to provide a basis for further inquiry into beliefs held 
about children’s learning. Categories in the data were derived from review of participants’ 
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responses across the three questions in order to develop a comprehensive understanding of the 
“phenomenon” (beliefs about children’s learning) that was under investigation. 
A constant comparative method of review was used to identify an overall orientation (global 
categorisation) about the nature of children’s learning held by each child care worker. The 
categories could be differentiated by the level of sophistication of their beliefs (i.e., ordered 
according to the level of reflective and evaluative understanding of the phenomenon). This 
process is in accordance with analyses of belief structures that characterises much 
epistemological research (e.g., Hofer, 2002). Second, the constant comparative process was 
used to identify the features and dimensions of meaningful participation (e.g., Tomanovic, 
2003) which included recognition of young children’s capabilities and capacities, respect for 
children’s agency, children’s potential for independence and autonomy, and adult’s 
meaningful involvement with children. 
Findings 
Four categories of children’s participation in learning emerged from the data. The responses 
evidence  how the rights of participation could be enacted in child care settings. The 
categories identified are: 
• Children’s competence as observers in social settings; 
• Learning through engagement with others in social settings; 
• Children as autonomous learners; 
• Children and teachers as learning partners. 
While a focus on teaching children was not made explicit in the interview questions, the 
context in which the questions were asked and the respondents’ interpretation of the questions 
led them to reflect on both teaching and learning. 
 
Children’s competence as observers in social settings 
The responses of the child care workers indicated strong awareness that children are astute 
observers of actions and interactions in social settings. This recognition of a high level of 
children’s competence is not usually reflected on in developmental theories. In the following 
example, the child care worker indicates that she is aware of the highly developed 
understanding that the child has in observing communicative nuances and meanings: 
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I feel it’s definitely from the observations that they make and they add to their 
observations as they gain knowledge. They pick up on feelings. They pick up on the 
language and the way it’s spoken so that they know whether it is happy talk or angry 
talk and, they start to put all of that into a place. (Shirley) 
In this next example, the child care worker indicates that she understands that young children 
are highly competent in being able to observe and differentiate values and expectations across 
settings and that these understanding will influence their subsequent behaviour: 
I think they learn not only the values of the centre but of the staff and their parents. 
Children have this ability to know that when they come here there’s just this set of, um, I 
suppose rules, not that they’re really called rules … but every place I suppose has a set 
of rules that they must abide. Whether at home, they may have a different set of … the 
word, rules, it’s not the word I want to use, but you know what I mean. When you go to 
grandma’s, grandma lets you do different things than mum would let you do. And they 
know that from an early age and so they’re very quick at picking up things. (Karen) 
Children are attuned to the verbal and non-verbal aspects of others’ behaviours and are able to 
make observations across settings about expectations and values. This form of learning 
characterised by observation and listening-in has been described as intent participation 
(Rogoff, Paradise, Arauz, Correa-Chavez, & Angelillo, 2004). It is a powerful form of 
learning that has received relatively little research attention. It is goal directed learning 
because children use this information to guide their own behaviour. The category indicates the 
child care workers’ appreciation of the capacities and capabilities of children when observing 
in social settings.  
Learning through engagement with others in social settings 
In this category, child care workers focus on the importance of participation in everyday 
activities and engagement with others for learning. This represents a stronger focus on active 
participation and agency than was noted in the first category related to observation. 
Familiarity with the setting and the other children are key aspects to becoming a valued 
participant. In learning the routines and responsibilities in a familiar environment, children 
gain confidence and learn that they can make a contribution. 
The child care worker in the following example illustrates the participatory nature of learning 
in the child care setting: 
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Children learn from their day to day experiences they have here.  …They learn each 
and every day, talking to their friends, seeing their friends, doing different things, each 
and every step they do here, like even toileting, and washing hands, and little things like 
that, they learn. They learn the routine and they learn from each other, and everything 
that goes on around them. (Arma) 
In this example, the child care worker indicates that engagement is a key aspect that 
contributes to children’s learning: 
… Doing things, being actively involved, rather than just watching, they can still learn 
from observing, but being involved, getting into the activity and dressing up pretending 
and talking about it; and talking with the other children about the characters that 
they’re dressed up as, or listening to the story and being involved in it; allowing 
children to proclaim that they can see the crocodile in the picture; and make a cat noise 
when they see a cat; allowing the children to express themselves. (Sharon) 
This category is analogous to Rogoff’s (1990) ideas of participatory appropriation. Through 
participation, children learn to relate to others and learn how to reproduce practices through 
pretend play. Through engagement, they develop their capacities to also transform those 
practices over time. 
Children as autonomous learners 
While first two categories described observation with intentionality and participatory learning 
respectively, this category is a reflection on how children can be independent learners and 
take initiatives in order to explore and to problem-solve for themselves. This represents a 
further focus on independent learning than was evident in the first two categories. 
In this example, the child care worker shows respect for the child’s curiosity and autonomy to 
make her own decisions: 
Some children are just so curious and, no matter how many times you say to them, that 
ant will bite you, they have to touch it. They’re just curious. I know it’s a hard lesson 
but they do learn. And they learn that this happens this way and it’s exciting for them. 
(Rebecca) 
This is further illustrated in the following example in which the child care worker allows 
children to problem solve but is prepared to mediate the learning when necessary: 
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It’s important to let children try things providing it’s not that dangerous so they can 
investigate things for themselves. I don’t believe in just handing things to children on a 
platter, giving them answers to something, you may well prompt them with a question or 
“Why do think that’s happening? And getting them to think about it. I think that’s the 
best way for them to learn, for them to have to think about it and you know, problem 
solve. (Brenda) 
The examples reflect beliefs that children need to be given opportunities to experiment and 
problem-solve for themselves. The category also indicates confidence in children’s abilities 
and their capacity to make decisions on their own account, but with mindfulness of the need 
for protection. 
Children and teachers as learning partners 
This category is similar to the previous one in that child care workers respect children’s 
competence to take responsibility for their own learning. However, it also values learning 
through mutual engagement (teachers and children), which provides an even stronger valuing 
of agency in learning and support for active participation in the child care setting.  
The following is an example of a child care worker’s understandings of the importance of 
achievement to young children and the need for the child to share his learning with the 
teacher:  
…   Kids call out to me. They go, “Tenille look at this.” or “I can do it.” They come 
over to me and they’re saying, “I can do it.” And they point to where they’ve been; or 
you’ll be watching them climb over something and they’ve never climbed over that 
before. They’ve been close to climbing over, then they look at you and they smile. … 
Every day, they run over excitedly and they say “I did that.” or “I climbed this.” or “I 
jumped on the trampoline.” and then when you see them doing it on a regular basis 
that’s when you can really see that it’s really sunk in. (Tenille) 
We see further evidence of this shared understanding in the following example in which the 
child care worker indicates her own pleasure for children’s accomplishments: 
A child will get excited when the first time they ever say my name, for example. I get all 
excited and you think, “Oh, they’ve just said my name.” but they’re just as excited 
because they’ve suddenly realised that they’ve got all this power over you because they 
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know your name, like, “Janet, come here. Janet. Where are you, Janet? What are you 
doing?” You don’t hear it once. It’s like … I’ve learned something.” (Janet) 
The quality of the dyadic relationship between children and teachers is illustrated in the 
examples provided. Ellis and Gauvain (1992) noted that relationships between children and 
adults, in terms of affection and duration, are critical to learning processes and outcomes. 
Discussion 
In this paper, participation rights of children are examined through analyses of child care 
workers’ understanding of young children’s learning. The categories Children’s competence 
as observers in social settings; Learning through participation in familiar settings; Children 
as autonomous learners; and Children and teachers as learning partners represent an ordered 
set of categories which evidence an increasing focus on agency in learning and support for 
active participation in the child care setting.  
While this was a selective representation of how child care workers understand children’s 
learning that was framed to also examine evidence about children’s right to participation, 
across the total range of the data, there was a sense of respect for toddlers’ capabilities. This 
does not warrant complacency. Overdue in early childhood education in Australia is greater 
debate about the participation rights of children, especially the rights accorded to infants and 
toddlers in child care settings. Professional preparation programs for child care workers need 
to be focused on the importance of collaboration with children and their active participation in 
routine and non-routine events.  
Cooper (1998) noted that developing a shift in emphasis in understanding children and 
childhood is fundamental to building ideas about participation. Children, as individuals, begin 
with certain protection needs, and a right to opportunities for full intellectual and social 
development. As they mature, there needs to be expectations that they will have more say in 
their lives. In applying these ideas to the social context of child care settings, we can arrive at 
a notional understanding of what might constitute a “participative” ethos in working with 
young children. If children are defined by their perceived “incompetence” relative to adults, 
then recognition that young children have capacities to be active agents in their own learning 
has been undermined (Devine, 2002). In contrast, a view of children informing child care 
practice should convey a sense of belonging, equality, and active participation. Practice in 
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child care could place more emphasis on the interdependencies and interconnectedness of 
adults’ and children’s lives in that social context. 
By the segregated nature of child care settings in which children are separated from the adult 
activities of the community, there is always a risk that children’s active participation may be 
lost. While it is true that adults carry greater responsibility for socialisation, through their 
knowledge and authority, even young children are able to indicate their readiness for 
responsibility in learning and to be active in seeking to learn new skills (Rogoff, 1990). As 
Penn (1999) noted, children should be treated as essentially autonomous and self-directing 
individuals even though they may rely on adults to makes such autonomy possible. Respect 
for young children as competent learners and acknowledgement of children’s rights to 
participation are important criteria on which the quality of early childhood programs can be 
judged (Sheridan & Pramling Samuelsson, 2001). In working with very young children, it 
may be difficult for teachers to conceptualise how the rights of participation are actualised. If 
early childhood teachers in child care settings appreciate the breadth of opportunities for 
meaningful participation afforded to children during everyday activities then the quality of the 
pedagogy will be enhanced. 
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